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1. There is a separation from home, which is
marked by
an appropriate ceremony to indicate movement
from domicile
and ordinary occupation. 2. The journey is to
a sacred place;’
aimless wandering, even by religiously motivated
,
not constitute a pilgrimage. 3. The pilgrimage is people docs
made for a ,
specific purpose, such ns forgiveness of sins, purification
for a
special task etc. 4. The process involves
hardship, with physical
difficulties and religious trials making failure a real
possibility;
The rigors of the journey and the restrictions
imposed by tho
participants are part of the process preparing for purification
.
'

.

II The Hebrews
a. The Patriarchs

The call experienced by Abram foreshadows the pilgrimage
important in Israelite religion. Although
the call by Gbd is very personal, it involves art entire
family.
Although the goal is unknowrt, the challenge to separate
from
the past is evident Separation "from your country rtrtd .
kindred
and your father's house” (Gen. 12:1). includes a rejection
former ways of worship and living.2 The command "Go... of
to
the land that I will show you ” indicates thal God will be
with
Abram and his family in their journey Later, in a
covenant
ceremony, God reveals himself with the challenge to imitate
bis
perfection. "I am El ShnddJ . Walk before me and
be perfect”
(Gen. 17:1) Adult life of responsible service implies
growth and
progress, expressed as a jortrnby.
. i. • ;

there which becomes so

'
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. i.
After Jacob's dream he acknowledged the sacred
nature
*
of the place, which he called Bethel ("House of
God"), and
prayed for safety (an aspect of shalom, peace) dn his
,
with the pledgfe of tithe bn his return (Gen. 28:18 ). journey
-22

2. This is clear from the covenant ceremony
at Shechem
where Joshua is reported to have commanded: "Put
away the
gods which your fathers served beyond
the
,
River
and
in
Egypt,
and serve the Lbrd" (24:14f .). The preChristian
book
of
,
Jubilees
which retells Genesis, teaches that when Abram
was
,
fourteen
'
he
' separated himself from his father, that he might not
worship
idols with him” (11:16). See Walter Brucggemartn,
The Land
(Philadelphia : Fortress, 1977) p.
15 27.

-
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Jacob and his family made the first pilgrimage recorded
in the Bible when they followed the divine command to go to :
Bethel (Gen . 35:1 ) Jacob knew that this demanded conversion,
so he exhorted all to put aside idols and to purify themselves
(35:2). Changing garments is a symbol of inner transformation.
This rejection of the past prepares them for the task of building.
an altar when they reached Bethel God preserved them from
the attack of enemies (35:5) and Jacob consecrated an altar,
after which God changed his name (sign of a new destiny) and
revealed his plan to him again (35:6-15).3 This became a tradi
lional practice (Judges 20:18; 21:2, 19).

.

<•

.
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b. Israel In the Wilderness
'
The biblical sources portray a forty year period between
land
the Exodus from Egypt and the entry into the promised
as a time of transition wherein Israel moves from the status of
a large clan to nationhood. The revelation of God at Mount
Sinai lays the foundation for Israel’s realization that it is his
very own possession and people (Exodus 19:4-6). This election
is oriented toward the gift of the land where they will be free
to serve God 4 The Covenapt is a divine grace to which their

.

3. Concerning Jacob’s command : "Arise, go up to Bethel
(31:1), G. von Rad comments that the verb “alah often means
“ to go on a pilgrimage* 1 Sam. 1:3; Psalm 122:4 , etc. ). “ A pilgri i
mage is a cullic observance, and the participants musi ' therefore ~
free themselves as in every other , cullic celebration of everything
which is displeasing to God . This ‘renunciation’ is followed by
an act of purification, i. e., ritual washing and probably also the
beginning of sexual asceticism. Changing clothes is in religion a
which man represents
widespread cultic, symbolical act b
himself as renewed by the divinity.” Genesis : A Commentary
( Philadelphia : Westminster, 1972 revised ) p. 336. For a taboo
interpretation, see W. Robertson Smith, The Religion of the
Semites ( New York : Schocken, 1972) p. 481-485.
Jubilees returns to the themes of Jacob’s title and hope
for peace (see Gen. 28:21 f.) and describes the choice and . consecration of Levi as priest at Bethel, where Jacob fulfills his vow
(Job. 31:26-32:15).
4. Israel is henceforth ‘ am YHWII , God’s people as commu
nity in relationship to him ; gwy is used when there is a link
will ) the land. See A. Cody /Whcn is the chosen people called a
goy?” Veins Tcstamentum 14 (1964) p. 1-6.
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response is shown by faithful
( Exodus 20:1-23:33).

obedience to the commandments
'
\

Although this journey was unique in the history of Israel,
it possesses features which may be assessed
in the framework
of religious rites of passage and pilgrimage.5
The anthropologist Victor Turner develops his approach to
pilgrimage from a comparison with rites of passage for an individual. He discerns three stages: 1. Separation from society for
a period of time. 2. A transition period wherein the people
being initiated experience community life without the structures
of the average society. 3. Re-entry into the community
and the
exercise of a new role or function within the structures of the
society. 6
Israel departed from Egypt as a group of renegade slaves,
joined by others who Seemed to be dissatisfied with life there.
They are forged into one as God’s people at Sinai. There arc
temptations to return to the security of the enslaved existence
from which they were fleeing, and the people had to learn trust
in God and in his chosen leaders. Facing hunger, thirst and
dangers, they were able to appreciate the gift of the land to
which they were moving, but first they had to grasp that their
life depended directly on God. . Ways of ordering the society
that they entered gave each person a sense of authority and
inter-dependence. Thus, Miriam and Aaron learned to respect
the unique place of Moses ( Numbers 12:1 16). "One could survive
in the desert only if one belonged to a group, and each person
had to co - operate in fostering the good of the entire community 7
From servitude and its strictures, the people slowly developed
their understanding that freedom is given for service of the one
G ? d. As the beginning of this movement to a place where Israel

-

-
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5. See Robert L. Cohn, The Shape of Sacred . Space: our
Biblical Studies (Chico, Ca : Scholars Press, 1981) pi 7-24.
•

;

6. Victor Turner, The Ritual Process
Structure and Anti
Structure (London: Roulledge & Kcgan Paul, 1969). .
7. Sec H. Wheeler Robinson, Corporate Personality in Anci
ent Israel ( Philadelphia: Fortress, 1964). i •
:
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inner sentiments of the pilgrim entering the Temple are recorded
in Psalm 84 The teachers of Israel made cleat to all that the
fullness of life is corpmunion with the living God . While this is
achieved in the inner life of prayer and manifested in obedience
to the commandments of the Covenant) the liturgical experience
of the community is the highest expression of Union between
*
God and his people.

would be free to worship God, the , Passover was a perpetual
memorial feast for the people ( Exod. 12:14), and became the first
oT three pilgrimage festivals.

.

c. The Monarchic Period
Ancient feasts according to the rhythms of an agrarian
society were integrated into the commemoration of the EpodusSinai experiences and the gift of the land. As representatives
of families, adult males are required to "appear before the Lord
God " with gifts that symbolized their awareness of total dependence on God ( Exod. 23:14-17; 34:22-23; see 1 Samuel 1:21; 2:19)
In Deuteronomy, laws centralizing worship demanded that this
visit be "at the place (God ) will choose” ( Dent. 16:16-18). At
least from the reform of the good Judean kingJosiah , the unique
place of worship was Jerusalem. B

Scholars ofTer several suggestions about the meaning of
9
Uie title "a song of ascents" attached to Psahns 120
^
Whether ma' alol refers to the idiom “ to go up to Jerusalem ”
or not, the contents of these prayers dften express yearning for
God in the Temple. The individual’s sentiments are intensely
personal, but always related to community experience (see Ps.
121:3-4; 122:1-4 , etc.); The worship of God in the Temple assures
the people of forgiveness and healing, Udlh slialom ( peac6) ex pressing the manifold gifts of God , who has chosen Jerusalem ,
the city of peace, as his dwelling place with Israel (see Ps. 122:
6-8; 125:5; 128:6, etc.) 10

,

.

Thus the Hebrews of the monarchic period and the Jewish
community after the exile developed the practice of three visits
to Jerusalem annually for as many people as possible. Unfortunately, the bare bones of legislative texts do not allow us to
enter into the spirit of the community at prayer and sacrificial
worship This is provided by the psalms which describe the
sentiment of people visiting the Temple in Jerusalem.

.

The examination of conscience incorporated into Psalms
15 and 24 stresses the unity of a person’s spiritual and moral life.
As in the Decalogue, there is a close connection between one’s
duties towards God and responsibilities toward neighbour. The '
8. The several major works on Israelite worship mention
pilgrimage only in passing, but are excellent for the feasts. See
Georg Fohrer, History of Israelite Religion ( Nashville: Abingdon,
1972), II. J. Kraus, Worship in Israel (Oxford : Blackwell, 1966),
II. Jlinggren, Israelite Religion ( Philadelphia: Fortress, 1966),
Roland de Vaux , Ancient Israel ( New York : McGraw-Hill, 1965),
F. Auerbach, "Die Feste in alten Israel”, Veins Testamenlum 8
(1958) p. 14-18: 337-343; The Jewish encyclopediae have an excellent discussion of pilgrimage in various historical periods, as do
Men ahem Haran, Temples and Temple Service in Ancient Israel
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1978) p. 289 -316 and an issue of SIDIC
( Rome) 14 (1981- 3), but none takes a phenomenological apprdbh '
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The burden of sin and Israels ardent faith in God’s forgiveness are contrasted very effectively in - Psalm 130. There arc
hints or a vigil ( Ps. 130:5-6, see 134:1) in , the picture of someone waiting for the manifestation of divine mercy at dawn.

The hyperbole of David's vow not to enter his house or
rest until he had built the temple ( PS. 132:3-5) reminds us of
the sentiment of pilgrims who had nowhere to lay their head
(sec Luke 9:58). The only true rest of the Israelite came when
the person waS iri the security of God’s ptesenfc6 on Zion.
9. See Mitchell Dahood Psalms III (Anchof ’ Bible) (Garden
I
City: Doutyledny, 1970, p. 194-195).
10. On Jerusalem , see H. Schultz in the Nkw international
Dictionary of New Testament Theology (ed . Colin Brown ) (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan , 1976) volume 2, p. 324-330. Peace is discuss
ed by H Beck and C. Brown, p. 776-783. Bibliographical indi
cations complete each article. For a popular discussion of some
pertinent themes, see my article "Jerusalem: City of God and
of his People”, The Bible Today 97 (October 1978) p 1670770.
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Victor Turner stresses that the formation of a community
spirit is essential among both initiands and pilgrims. 11 • This senqe
of sharing a common life is expressed eloquently in Psalm 133
The first point of comparison ' is a liturgical experience, the con
secration of Aaron to the high priesthood (see Exodus 20 and
Leviticus 8). As priest, he mediated the divine gift of life to the
worshipping community. The image of abundant dew, a heavenly
gift of the natural order which sustains plant life in the long
hot summer is a common symbol of the resurrection in Jewish
tradition (see Hosea 6:1-4).

described the event in terms of his own experience, so this text
provides a valuable insight into the Ideals and practices of the
Second Temple period. Additional details, especially Un tithing
at the occasion of pilgrimage, are given in Tobit 1:3-6.

.

-

"The blessing of life for evermore” ( Ps. 133:3) comes from
Clod ’s gracious manifestation of his presence to Israel. This is the
theme of the blessing of Aaron ( Numbers 6:22-27), culminating
with Lhe gift of shalom The liturgical use of this prayer in the
Second Temple period is described in detail in the Wisdom of
Jesus ben Sira (50:17 21) and in the second column of the
Qumran Serek IlaYahad ("Community Rule” or "Manual of

III. The Time of Jesus

.

.

-

.

Discipline”)

d.

The Passover under King Hezeklah ( 715-687 B . C. )

The Chronicler tells of good King Hezekiah’s restoration
work on the Temple (2 Chr. 29:1-36) and then ofTers a detailed
account of his effort to convoke a large assembly to keep the
Passover (30:1-27). The remnants from the fallen Northern King ’
dom were invited to repent and return to the God of patriarchs
(30:6-9) This would benefit even those taken into exile, indicat
ing a sense of community solidarity under divine mercy In
answer to llezekiah’s prayer, the participants in the liturgy experienced healing (30:10-20) and kept the feast with great joy
(30:20). The blessing of Aaron was an efficacious sign that God’s
presence and peace would continue to strengthen the people in
their resolution to serve him alone (30:27;31:1).

-

.

.
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Because this account is not paralleled in 2 Kings, scholars
question the historicity of certain details.12 The writer may have
11. • See The Ritual Process and Image and Pilgrimage in
Christian Culture
12. See Jacob M. Myers, II Chronicles (Anchor Bible) (Gar
den City: Doubleday. 1965) p. 176-179.

-

The Infancy Narrative of Luke ends with the account of
a Passover pilgrimage (2:41-52). Jesus’ age is significant because
he has almost reached the age of responsibility regarding the
positive commands of the Torah. He challenges Mary and Joseph
to realise that all relationships must be subordinate to the total
dedication owed to the heavenly Father This is expressed in the
Temple with its sacrificial symbols. ,
Luke ends this section of the Gospel with allusions to
Jerusalem, Passover, separation and reunion on the third day ,
pointing the Christian reader to the climax of the Gospel. 11c
places the third temptation in Jerusalem (4:1-13, contrast Matthew 4:1-11) and with great solemnity describes hoW Jesus faces
his coming confrontation with opposing forces. “ When the days
drew near for him to be received up, he set his face to go to
Jerusalem” (9:51). Thid begins the sectioh which scholars call
"The Great Joutncy". It is seen by Luke as a ' pilgrimage, with
fln ever-increasing group joining Jesus as he moves toward the
Temple and the cross.

„

We can review the four elements of pilgrimage in relation
to the Gospel accounts and 1 f i n d t h a t the motif is strong at
,
>
,
» !.
I
!i
many points.13
»

>

'

•

1. Mary first learns the necessity ot separation as Jesus
approaches adulthood ( Luke 2:48-49). iThe demands of Jesus on
ills disciples may he related to the same demand for a break
with the duties and joys of family life and Work. The pilgrim
withdraws from the rhythms of his employment on the land or
in' the city. He abstains from the sexual relationship, just as
the community arriving at Mount Sinai did (Exodus 19:15).

13. I owe several insights in this seCtibh ' to ihy colleague,
Dr. Asher Fihkel. The formulation of the section is tdy own ,

!
I

1
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Thus Jesus calls for celibacy in the service of the Kingdom ( and
a withdrawal from ordinary daily activities to - become one with
him as "learners”.

-

i

2. The goal of the journey is specific the holy city of
Jerusalem, where God reveals himself to his people.

.

3 The purpose of the pilgrimage is to prepare for the
coming of the Kingdom, i. c , the manifestation of God’s maje
stic power and goodness in bringing healing and order into
human life. The forgiveness of sins is the necessary preparation
for the gift of new life. .

-

.

4. In ancient times, any journey involved serious risks (see
2 Corinthians 12:23-28), but the pilgrim often also faced a religious hostility ( Luke 9:52-56).

Micah 4:1-4; Zechariah 14:16).15 Such themes were woven into
tlie fabric of the Church ’s self-understanding as the Christian
faith spread among Jews and later Gentiles.16 The community
which proclaimed the coming of the Kingdom, the manifestation
of God's presence and power in the work ol Jesus and
his
followers, also emphasized that the goal Of humanity is to be
sought in a pilgrimage toward air even fuller life with God.17
1
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The mission sermon of Jesus (Matt. 10:1-42; Mark 6:7 12;
9
Luke :1-6 and 10:1-16) contains a number of elements1 which
•
arc best explained with reference to the pilgrimage.
The pilgrim was dependent upon hospitality along the
way. He offered the greeting of peace and people would under ,
stand that they should respond to his needs for food and lodg
ing. In turn , he would be a vehicle for God ’s blessing to come
upon them. Me was not to chat idly with people he met along
the way, but foster a spirit of prayer (Luke 10:4).

.. .

14. Morna D. Hooker, "The prohibition of foreign missions
( Ml . 10:5-6)” Expository Times 82 ( 1971) p. 361-365.
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The seemingly strange command not to go among the .
Gentiles or cuter a Samaritan town (Matthew 10:5) becomes
clear when one notes that the mission is described in terms of a
pilgrimage. Gifts are to be exchanged in a context of common
faith , so the. apostles are told to seek out " the sheep of the
house of Israel’'. It has been said that this mission "suggests
symbolically the gathering together of the twelve tribes at the
Eschaton”.14
The prophets envisioned also the coming of the nations
in pilgrimage to worship the one God in Jerusalem ( Isaiah 2:2-4 -
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15. See H. Wildberger. "Die Volkcrwallfohrt zum Zion (Jes.
2:1-5)” Veins Testamenlum 7 (1957) p. 62-81
16. See Ben F Meyer, "The initial self-understanding of
the Church" Catholic Biblical Quarterly 27 (1965) p. 35- .
42
17 See Johnsson’s article on Hebrews in note 1.
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